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Abstract
Learning in a world where traditional
assessment of intelligence are radically changing
and abundant knowledge is more readily available
because of the proliferation of information
communication technologies (ICTs) has become a
challenge. Without focusing on how the
technologies may provide the learners with critical
thinking and analytical skills rather than the mere
delivery of information may result in the mirroring
of traditional didactic approaches on the
technology. Especially, within the realm of social
sciences where there is a gamut of information
resources, developing discipline based critical and
analytical thinking skills is essential to cope with
the information overload. The goal of this paper is
to provide a clear link between the use of new
technologies in social sciences and the
development of critical thinking skills.

1. Introduction
Critical thinking can basically be considered as
being able to distinguish the true from the false.
Despite being central to both intellectual and social
progress, critical thinking is in short supply [19].
Bogdan [1] defines critical thinking as “a unique
kind of purposeful thinking in which the thinker
systematically and habitually imposes criteria and
standards upon the thinking….”.
According to Dewey [4], reflective thought
should be ‘active, persistent’, and should entail
‘careful consideration of any belief or supposed
form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that
support it and the further conclusion to which it
tends.’ Similarly, critical thinking should include
the evaluation of the worth, accuracy, or
authenticity of various propositions, leading to a
supportable decision or direction for action. As it
has been stated in the 1980 California State
University Executive Order which announced for
the first time the requirement of formal instruction
in critical thinking [5], critical thinking emphasizes
mental attitudes of “analyzing, criticizing and
advocating ideas and reasoning inductively and
deductively and reaching factual or judgemental
conclusions based on sound inferences drawn from
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unambiguous statements of knowledge”. Similarly,
Paul, Elder, Bartell [15]; Perry [16] and Lampert
[11] define critical thinking as recognizing
differing viewpoints, being analytically reflective
and willing to increase sources of information as
well as generating meaningful questions to
formulate plausible conclusions [4]. These
traditional definitions of critical thinking are based
on an internalist point of view that packs
everything relevant to the evaluation of an
intellectual product into the consciousness of an
individual [3]. Accordingly, critical thinkers
maintain conscious and deliberate access to the
reasons for their beliefs and actions. On the other
hand, the externalist point of view favors strategies
related to intuitive and recognitional processes
which may be more reliable for achieving goal in
familiar situations or when time is limited [3]. This
view focuses on the reliability of different types of
processes for generating beliefs under different
circumstances.
Freire [7] asserts that critical thinking can occur
through the reciprocal process of connection,
questioning and interaction among teachers and
learners rather than depositing knowledge in the
heads of students. So, a critical thinker should be
able to differentiate between fact and opinion,
examine the assumptions, be flexible and openminded be aware of fallacious arguments and stay
focused on the big picture. According to Meyers
[12], critical thinking is a learnable skill and
students can collaborate to enhance their thinking.
Meyers [12] also asserts that while courses should
be assignment centered rather than text oriented
goals should emphasize the use of content rather
than simply its acquisition.

2. Critical Thinking within the Realm of
Social Sciences
According to Meyers [12], instead of teaching
critical thinking as an independent subject where
the students are taught to master formal paradigms
of reasoning, critical thinking should be
incorporated wholly into the study of individual
disciplines. Treating the courses in formal
reasoning as being indispensable for a study of the
arts and sciences similar to a medieval curricular
practice may not provide by themselves the
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students with the wide range of specific critical
skills appropriate to the study of the social sciences
[12]. Rather, in order to teach critical thinking
skills, “discipline-related frameworks for critical
thinking” which can define as the distinctive
conceptual structures and methodological norms
that guide inquiry and shape theory in a given
discipline should be transmitted [12]. As there is no
unified critical methodology or a single procedure
for teaching critical thinking skills in social
sciences Meyers [12] suggests that based on the
related intellectual culture and context a “step-wise
approach” to the development of analytical skills
an be followed. To exemplify, a series of short,
carefully targeted and complex writing assignments
may be given throughout the semester.

2.1 Utilizing E-Learning
Idea generation can be fostered through the
bulletin boards in online learning environments by
coaching the discussions to take the students' ideas
to the next level and more intellectual learning
whereas the presentation tools can be used for
group projects. This kind of collaborative learning
in pairs or groups with shared goals may promote
critical thinking of the social science students. Yet,
as not all of the students may possess critical
thinking skills to advance an online discussion or
all the faculty members may have the required
expertise in monitoring the online discussions and
creating productive communities of online learning
support and training may be required. As Sugar and
Bonk [18] stated peer collaboration and interaction
may not necessarily trigger reflection on one's
ideas. Reflective and substantive exchanges
between social science students can occur if the
faculty members can stimulate the discussions by
asking
probing
questions,
encouraging
participation, holding them responsible for their
thinking and coaching the students about
collaborative
learning.
As
asynchronous
conversations allow for greater reflection via
giving feedback students should also be made
aware of the significance of their answers and learn
to respect each others' ideas and construct their
own
understanding.
Samples
of
similar
technologies that may influence the depth of
thinking of the students are shown in Table 1[8].
Table 1. Principle Based Strategies for Teaching
Principles of Teaching
Active
and
purposeful
engagement with abstracted
phenomena
Multiplicity of perspectives
to be fully apprehended

Examples of Technologies
Simulations,
microworlds,
virtual worlds
Multidisciplinary
online
resources such as wikis, blogs,
open educational resources,
podcasts
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Relatedness for
meaningful understanding
Diversity of
instructional methods

Chatrooms, forums, podcasts,
online discussions about case
studies, concept maps
Inquiry based online discussion
forums, wikis that encorage
collaborative online writing
activities

Furthermore, small group discussions about a
particular reading, case discussions using simulated
complex problems for analysis, debating teams or
mock trials where students assume various roles
may be utilized. To exemplify, as van Gelder [19]
suggests, after reading a particular case study,
students may held online discussions by taking
over different perspectives with regard to the roles
available in the case study. These online
collaborative formats aiming at students' reflection,
debate and interaction can effectively make the
students go beyond being merely exposed to
content and critically interact with it if the faculty
members
practice
modelling
reflective
conversations, coaching, questioning and task
structuring.
In order for the Internet to be used more than as a
platform for the course content and as a
communication medium for online-discussions,
Kanuka [8] suggests that the following learning
principles and strategies (see Table 2.) be applied
to facilitate higher levels of learning [8].
Table 2. Principle Based Strategies for Learning
Principles of Learning
Assume greater responsibility

Meaning
making
into
abstracted phenomena
Reconstruction of meanings

Examples of Technologies
Online collaborative projects,
presentations, use of blogs or
wikis for reflective writing, eportfolios
Scaffolded online discussion,
webinars, online debates
Synchronous
computer
mediated discussions, online
role
playing,
online
brainstorming sessions

2.1.1 Engagement with complex abstracted
phenomena: Active and purposeful engagement
can better occur if the following technologies are
utilized:
 Simulations: Problems that are ambigious
and don't present one right solution to the
learner can best be presented via
simulations.
 Microworlds: Collaborative learning
strategies that are necessary for the
intellectual participation between the
learners and instructors can best be
embedded within microworlds.
 Virtual worlds: The use of online worlds
such as SecondLife count as alternative
teaching methods for engaging learners in
problem-solving.

13

International Journal of Digital Society (IJDS), Volume 1, Issue 1, March 2010

2.1.2

Multiplicity of perspectives: In order to
present diverse perspectives about
problems the following technologies can
be used:
 Podcasts: Making use of several
disciplines via podcasts is crucial for
critical thinking.
 Blogs/wikis: Two or more occurrences
that are contradictory can in-depth be
discussed via blogs and wikis.
 Open educational resources: Information
sets with diverse perspectives on an issue
can be provided via various open
educational resources provided by major
universities such as MIT or Berkeley.
2.1.3 Relatedness: Phenonema that has relevance
to learners must be involved, the following
technologies can support this:
 Chats/forums/online discussions: Teachers
as a credible authority in the field can
create an intellectually stimulating
environment by asking open-ended
questions via threaded discussions.
 Podcasts: Phenomena that are related to an
actual event can best be conveyed through
podcasts.
 Concept maps: To nsure that meaningful
understanding occurred concept maps
about a particlat subject can be created.
2.1.4 Diverse ways of knowing: This principle can
further be supported by the use of the following
technologies:
 Wikis: Position, conclusion, passing of
judgement on an issue after evaluating the
alternatives
and
assessing
the
consequences can be practiced in wikis.
 Chats/forums/online
discussions:
Explaining, deciphering and resolving an
ambiguous problem can be facilitated via
use of threaded discussions.
Within the light of this information, in order to
convey critical thinking skills, the instructors must
focus on teaching the process of information
discovery within the learner’s own contextual
meaning. This may be realised when the learners
themselves select their own path of inquiry, get
introduced to the necessary new technologies such
as Web 2.0 based online collaboration tools when
required and interact in the online setting in such a
way that requires a high level cognitive
involvement in order to self-construct their
knowledge. To exemplify, student in a social
science course could collaboratively author a paper
similar to the process undertaken by professional
researchers to publish their research in a peerreviewed form. Students can choose an existing
topic or propose a new topic for addition to the site.
Before their work is being peer-reviewed and
published each group may be given a private wiki
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page for drafting their outline and taking notes.
After the initial draft they can use the wiki as a
collaborative writing space whereas the teacher can
check their notes to ensure that they are on the right
track. The peer-review group can post comments
on the wiki page so that these can also be
incorporated into the original work before the
publication. In this way, the students may feel
motivated to publish a high quality product and the
teacher can assess their work and provide guidance
throughout the whole publication process. By
sharing ideas online and getting feedback, the
social science classrooms can become a meeting
place for the generation of new ideas.
Using wikis in social sciences will not only
make the knowledge construction process much
more transparent, but also provides the
establishment of a learning community. Bransford,
Brown and Cocking [2] state that direct cognitive
and socio-collaborative support for the group
members’ efforts may be provided through a
community of practice whereas the learners
distribute their intellectual activity so that the
burden of managing the whole process does not fall
to any one individual.
As van Gelder [19] state a co-learning approach
to hypertext expands critical thinking to involve the
examination
of
various
viewpoints
and
assumptions.By following paths throughout the
hypertext web, students can keep track of their
thinking processes reflectively and add new
associative paths into the collaborative spaces by
merely clicking the mouse. Similarly, it is asserted
that by creating hypertext links students’ learning
experiences may become messy which is in fact
indicative of the complicate process of meaningful
learning [14].
Complex, multilinear and
intertextual learning dispositions provide not only
the opportunity for finding and making connections
and reflecting upon the validity of these
connections but also make the students discover
that learning is in a constant state of change and
growth rather than static [19]. Furthermore, with
regard to online learning, the learning
environments must possess an appropriate
instructional design to support the students in
developing their point of view and being critical.
Yet, online education has often become an
industrialized process of teaching and learning
where students are not encouraged to apply
knowledge in a variety of ways. A shift from the
Fordist approach of learning that views learning as
standardized and bureaucratic processes to a PostFordist approach where learning is seen as tailored
products using decentralised approaches and
learner-centered models may also provide the
opportunity for online learning to improve critical
thinking skills.
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Additionally, use of case-based reasoning,
flowcharts and concept maps, minute papers,
problem-based group learning all may be used to
further promote critical thinking in online
environments. So, case studies, role-playing,
simulations, streamed video, chat rooms, bulletin
boards, online references can facilitate an
interactive online learning environment. These
activities can foster group problem solving and
hence encourage critical reasoning more than the
traditional classroom instruction. Another way for
fostering the critical thinking skills in online
courses may be by use of concept maps of the
understanding of the concepts addressed in the
online discussions as Novak and Gowin [13]
suggest. Based on Kolb’s [10] learning type of
concrete experience and active experimentation,
concept maps support the learners in processing
and generating information and self-assessing
theirthinking processes. By looking at the concept
map and thinking back to the online discussion the
learners can see the relationships between the
concepts they read and the online discussion.

3. Conclusion
Needless to say, each day we are getting
exposed to a vast amount of information at an
increasing rate. Similarly, social science students
are expected to increase their knowledge base due
to the information readily available. Yet, to build
on what they already know requires critical
thinking. The social science students must develop
skills to not only examine logical relationships
between statements but also construct arguments,
respect different points of views and be flexible to
change their way of thinking if reason leads them
to do so. By actively conceptualizing, analyzing,
synthesizing and evaluating information, an
intellectual excellence can be achieved. The social
sciences faculties can contribute to this intellectual
growth by especially making their students
engaged in online discussions and presentation
tools.
It is the researcher’s belief that by making
students conveyors of their ideas via use of these
interactive technologies and collaborative dialogue
their ability to analyze, synthesize and evaluate
solutions to real-life problems may be improved.
Critical thinking happens in the presence of
problem solving skills, creativity and dialogical
interaction that lead to the challenging of
assumptions and theory generation. So, by
designing online courses from the bottom up that
use the university’s computer networking
infrastructure which allows the opportunity for
peer-to-peer dialogues as well as entail an online
university speaker series social science departments
may enhance the critical thinking skills of their
learners.
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